A contrast between "glass half-full" and "glass (mostly) empty" portrayals of Vietnam can be found in multiple areas of politics and society: compare the pragmatic policy-making processes described by Jandl in this volume with the persistent rent-seeking found by Vu, or the paradox of a repressive state apparatus (Thayer) with varying degrees of tolerance toward dissent in practice (Kerkvliet). The gap between enthusiasm and gloom is perhaps at its starkest in the analyses of civil society. Some Vietnamese and external observers find encouraging signs of associational growth, while others lament (or celebrate) the Communist Party's continuing control. Is "civil society" ( xã hội dân sự ) at base a cooperative force for sustainable development and poverty reduction, or a political movement aiming for system-wide change?
A few of the stylized facts about civil society and social organizations in Vietnam may be summarized as follows. First, Vietnam has a history of local social autonomy based on clan and religious structures in which, proverbially, "the king's edict stops at the village gates" ( Phép vua thua lệ làng ). National and regional political systems, however, have been uniformly autocratic and relatively centralized. There is no organized democratic political tradition: the diversity of social and political organizations that contended before the 1945 revolution and 1975 reunification was replaced by the victorious communists with a corporatist structure of mass organizations representing various sectors and constituencies.
1 For a time at least, the Party kept a "neartotal grip on society" (Vu, this volume), but this has weakened during the Ðôỉ mới ("Renewal") process. The emergence (or reemergence) of urban-based development organizations has occurred alongside an expansion of personal and economic freedoms since the late 1980s (Nørlund 2006). On paper, the space for civil society action in Vietnam still appears highly restrictive. The Communist Party-dominated state keeps firm control of registration of associations and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) that are typically viewed as core parts of civil society (Sidel 2010). According to legal regulations, NGOs and other social organizations must submit all projects and foreign funding to their supervising agency for approval (Government of Vietnam 2009). A new Law on Associations has been repeatedly delayed by the Party-state, and internet sites critical of the authorities are routinely blocked -some social media too. For these and other reasons, Vietnam receives uniformly low ratings on international indices of political freedoms, corruption, and human rights, such as those published annually by Freedom House and Transparency International.
Yet this negative picture belies the vibrant reality of civil society in Vietnam. The number of registered NGOs has risen from fewer than 200 in the late 1990s to an estimated 1,700 today. Many more unregistered social groups and informal networks are active in public life (Wells-Dang 2012a). Online and social media are booming and attracting a wide audience in spite of (or sometimes because of) halfhearted restrictions by the authorities. When one blog is shut down, a dozen others arise to fill its space. Vietnamese-language print media, similarly, pushes at the limits of what the Party-state allows: state-owned by law, but increasingly commercially oriented and independent-minded in practice (Heng 2004; McKinley 2008) . The social ferment accompanying rapid economic growth and poverty reduction is reflected in an increased incidence of social protest and gradually more open debates in the National Assembly and other political institutions.
What does it mean to talk about civil society ( xã hội dân sự ) in Vietnam in the face of these paradoxical viewpoints? And, more importantly, how are civil society actors able to achieve political influence toward a strong, restrictive single-party state? This chapter offers one set of possible answers to these questions through contrasting an associational and a political-oppositional approach to understanding civil society, examining the responses of the Party-state to nongovernmental organizing, and discussing three recent episodes of contention that involve multiple forms of civil society action. Debates concerning bauxite mining in the Central Highlands, the role of media and bloggers, and constitutional reform, it is argued, have all attained a degree of policy influence, either through or outside the political system. The chapter's conclusion then evaluates the current and potential influence of different forms of civil society on the political process,
